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PETER BROWN DISCUSSES THE HISTORY OF THE EARLY PLANNING AND 
CONSTRUCTION OF THE UQ ST LUCIA CAMPUS.
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The University of Queensland began its life at Old Government House, George Street in 1911, with just 83 students in the Faculties of 
Arts, Science and Engineering. However, talks contin-
ued for years on planning for growth and the need for 
larger premises. 
Sixty acres of Victoria Park at Herston had originally 
been set aside for a University site, but some mem-
bers of the Senate favoured a much larger area of 
open land at St Lucia.1 Eminent persons interested in 
establishing a Medical Faculty pushed for the Victoria 
Park site as it was close to the existing General Hos-
pital. So began a long and sometimes acrimonious 
debate.
With little money available, the debate was academic. 
As student numbers grew the University was forced 
to share space in the adjacent Central Technical Col-
lege buildings and facilities (pictured at left), and later 
a University Library was built there.2  
A committee was established in 1921 to choose a 
new site, and the Department of Works provided 
designs for buildings at Victoria Park.3 The costs of 
levelling the land were high, however, so the site at St 
Lucia was once again considered.
Associate Professor ACV Melbourne saw the St 
Lucia location as secure in its isolation, ‘never to be 
threatened with major road-works across the site’, 
but Professor BD Steele vigorously opposed the site 
because of its remoteness. This was a time before 
cars were common, and the solution to easy access 
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to St Lucia was a bridge across the river at West 
End, which would put the site within a short tram ride 
of the city centre. The medical fraternity continued 
arguing their case for Victoria Park; according to Dr 
Gibson, ‘fog often lay deep and heavy at St Lucia, 
and residents could die of asthma and pneumonia’.4 
With the exception of Carmody’s dairy farm, the origi-
nal bush and farmland of St Lucia had been subdi-
vided for housing in the boom of the 1880s. However, 
its lack of access, the financial crisis, and the record 
floods of the early 1890s meant that little house-build-
ing began, and the land lay fallow thereafter. By 1925, 
a community had grown slowly at the western end of 
St Lucia as it was within walking distance of the rail-
way and of a new ferry service from near Guyatt Park 
across the river to the tram stop at Hill End.5 
The St Lucia Progress Association had been very 
active and had its own Progress Hall – now the 
University Avalon Theatre. In 1926 the Grand Council 
of Progress Associations asked the Lord Mayor of 
Brisbane to purchase the 200 acres at the end of St 
Lucia for the University, but Mayor WA Jolly advised 
that ‘Council could not afford the heavy expense 
involved’.6 
Retired Superintendent of the General Hospital Dr 
James Mayne, and his sister, Miss Mary Emelia 
Mayne of Moorlands, stepped in and offered to 
donate the money needed to buy the land so that 
students could ‘stroll the river banks while arguing 
the problems that exercised their minds’.7 Council ac-
cepted the offer and the Maynes eventually donated 
£60 000 for the 222 acres acquired, including Car-
mody’s farm.8 It was not until 1931, by which time the 
number of students at George Street was approach-
ing 1000, that the University finally decided to accept 
the land for its new home.
The Fryer Library holds probably the very first design 
for the new site at St Lucia. Hand-sketched by private 
architect AB Wilson, a friend of Engineering Profes-
sor R Hawken and drawn in 1926, the design was for 
the principal buildings on the crest of the hill facing a 
bridge over the river to West End, with a tram route 
across to the University. There was a surrounding 
outer ring of buildings, colleges on the southern 
higher riverbank, and sports fields on the lower flood-
prone areas.9 This concept endured and is reflected 
in the layout of the University today. A perspective of 
probably the same scheme appeared in a newspaper 
in 1927.
With the onset of the depression, funds were still not 
available for construction work. Indeed, the Govern-
ment leased the St Lucia land from the University to 
provide a Farm School where unemployed boys were 
trained in farm work.10 
In 1932 Premier Forgan Smith established the 
‘Bureau of Industry’ to select public works schemes 
that could relieve unemployment. For the University’s 
Jubilee in 1935, the Premier allocated £500 000 of 
borrowed government funding to the construction 
of buildings at St Lucia. The University (St Lucia) 
Building Committee was established, chaired by 
Prof ACV Melbourne, and included Dr J Bradfield (of 
Sydney Harbour Bridge and Story Bridge fame), who 
at the time was Chief Engineer of the Bridge Board 
and later took over as Chairman of the Committee. 
Other appointees were Mr AB Leven (Chief Architect, 
Department of Works), Mr TL Jones (Chairman of 
the Brisbane and South Coast Hospitals Board), and 
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Mr JD Story, (Public Service Commissioner and a 
member of the University Senate who later became 
honorary Vice-Chancellor, 1939-59).
The City Engineer advised the Committee that the 
road access should be via Boundary Street, West 
End, and a bridge over the river. The Surveyor 
General provided information on the sun angles. The 
Commonwealth Meteorologist provided informa-
tion on the prevailing breezes. The Committee also 
arranged for the land to be surveyed on a forty-foot 
grid, and for aerial photographs to be taken. The 
University provided a list of its floor space require-
ments, and the Department of Education advised 
its floor space needs for a Teacher Training College. 
The University Sports Union listed the requirements 
for sports facilities, and land was needed for seven 
residential Colleges.11  
The number of students provided for is not known, 
but JD Story believed that the University would never 
expand beyond a total of 6000 with further growth 
occurring through decentralisation.12 
A number of people submitted plans to the Com-
mittee, which today are held by the Fryer Library. 
Engineering Professor R Hawken and graduate RM 
Wilson combined to produce a plan with no bridge 
but with a ferry to Dutton Park. Mr AB Leven submit-
ted a plan that included a boat harbour. Dr FW Rob-
inson carried out studies to establish the appropriate 
orientation for the buildings to maximise shade and 
ventilation, and his plan orientated the main build-
ings towards a bridge approximately in the position 
they are today. Dr Bradfield put forward a plan which 
included a semi-circular main building with cloisters, 
similar to the eventual construction.13  
There was considerable discussion before the 
Committee produced a report to the Premier which 
combined aspects of all the submissions. The main 
buildings positioned on the crest of the hill were orien-
tated towards a bridge, with the approach from the 
bridge to be ‘most dignified, and lead up a half-mile 
avenue to a large lawn at the front of the building’.
The principal building was part of a quadrangle where 
cloisters linked other buildings, and provided a central 
courtyard. All the buildings were to be two storeys 
high to avoid the need for lifts, and each would have a 
basement. The main building was to be of local stone 
or stone facing.
The Committee Report recommended that the main 
access to the University should be via the proposed 
bridge to West End. Seven colleges would be pro-
vided for near the river, lakes and a glen created, and 
three sports fields formed.14 
The Premier accepted the Report and in 1936 ap-
pointed Hennessy, Hennessy & Co as architects. 
They subsequently produced a set of detailed design 
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drawings showing the layout of the main buildings 
linked by semi-circular cloisters, thus enabling each 
Faculty to work in close cooperation with one another, 
but at the same time to be distinct in themselves. 
This design made provision for some ten faculties, a 
library, an administrative building, a teachers col-
lege, a hospital, residential colleges, sports facilities, 
a swimming pool, glasshouses, an open-air theatre 
and space for future developments. A Great Hall was 
proposed at the western end of the main building, 
where the Michie Building now stands. Construction 
materials to be used included Greymere granite, He-
lidon freestone, local timbers, and spotted and blue 
gum parquetry flooring from Maryborough.15 
The concept was accepted by the Premier except for 
the building orientation, which was to revert to that of 
the Committee Report – facing the bridge.16  
Premier Forgan Smith laid the foundation stone at a 
ceremony in March 1937, and this today can be seen 
in the foyer of the Forgan Smith Building. Benefactors 
of the land, Dr and Miss Mayne, made a rare public 
appearance and Dr Mayne said, ‘I am very happy to 
be here to see the beginnings of the new buildings, 
but I am not going to make a public speech.’ The 
naming of the current Mayne Centre recognises the 
contribution of the Mayne family. The principal build-
ing was later named Forgan Smith after the Premier 
who raised the funds for its construction, and who 
was Chancellor of the University, 1942-53. 
A newly created ‘Bureau of Industry University Works 
Board’ decreed that the project be regarded as 
employment-giving, with the buildings to be con-
structed by day labour, absorbing skilled workers. 
The grounds were to absorb unskilled labour, with 
expenditure to be met from Unemployment Relief 
Funds.17 
Work began and continued for three years until the 
demands of World War Two reduced the available 
funds, manpower and materials. When work stopped 
in 1941, the external walls and roof of the main build-
ing and the chemistry building were complete, and 
internally a great deal of the wall and ceiling plaster-
ing was finished, with much of the parquetry flooring 
laid.18 
In 1942, General Thomas Blamey, Commander-in-
chief of the Australian Military Forces, established 
his headquarters in the nearly completed buildings. 
A plaque in the foyer of the Forgan Smith Building 
records the period.
After the war, work was slow to re-commence, and 
it was not until 1949 that the University was officially 
opened by Premier Hanlon and relocation from 
George Street began. The University buildings have 
grown in number to keep pace with increased enrol-
ments and today the campus serves more than 
35 000 students and 5000 staff.
The long proposed cross-river bridge was never 
constructed, initially due to lack of funding. Later, as 
cars and buses became more common, students 
became more mobile coming from all directions and 
the need for a costly bridge could not be justified. The 
Dutton Park ferry came into operation in 1973 and 
was replaced by the Eleanor Schonell Bridge in 2006; 
the fast CityCat service began in 1996.
We should be grateful to the pioneer University staff, 
the St Lucia Progress Association, Brisbane City 
Council, the Mayne family, and the State Government, 
for having enough foresight in 1926 to acquire such a 
magnificent site for The University of Queensland.
PETER BROWN, historian, writes on behalf of 
the St Lucia History Group (for more information, 
please contact (07) 3403 2520 or visit the Ward 
office, 50 High Street, Toowong).
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